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If you are going to try to go to war, or to prepare for war, 
in a capitalist country, you have got to let business
make money out of the process or business won’t work.

—Henry L. Stimson

THE RAI SON D’ÊTRE of our na tional
Air Force is force ap pli ca tion: pos -
sess ing the ca pa bili ties to ap ply
force, on com mand, to an ad ver sary

state as part of the United States and al li ance
joint op era tions team. We have two ten ets re -
gard ing air power. The first tenet is the be lief
that plan ning for the fu ture of air power is so
criti cal to the United States, our friends, and
our al lies that it must be done right. To help
en sure it is done right, we could gain much by 
ex am in ing how plan ning is ac com plished in
the fiercely com peti tive world of “for profit”
busi ness. The sec ond tenet is that some com -
mer cial plan ning ini tia tives of fer the po ten -
tial to im prove the Air Force plan ning pro -

cess. This ar ti cle ex plores stra te gic plan ning
for the Air Force, il lu mi nat ing how Air Force
plan ning might in cor po rate some of the best
plan ning prac tices used by com peti tive busi -
nesses. We have one hy pothe sis: The in sti tu -
tional plan ning pro cess should drive the ef -
forts and ef fec tive ness of a 500,000- person
firm, and it can and must be im proved.

Perspectives
Over the past sev eral years, the Air Force

cre ated an en vi ron ment en cour ag ing de bate
and pro mot ing in no va tive think ing about the 
fu ture. Spon sored ef forts re sulted in ma jor
stud ies and lengthy re ports such as those cre -
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ated by Space cast 2020, Air Force 2025, and
New World Vis tas.1 Crea tion of a “Revo lu tion -
ary Plan ning Of fice”2 as the pre cur sor of a

new Air Force–level dep uty com bin ing plan -
ning and pro gram ming al lowed plan ners
across the Air Force to look into the fu ture
and ques tion where the Air Force was go ing,
thereby iden ti fy ing po ten tial new vec tors
and new de mands. The Air Force also cre ated
bat tle labs3 to ex plore new con cepts of op era -
tions and to al low the dis cov ery of crea tive
op era tional con cepts.

Per haps the most sig nifi cant of all of these
ini tia tives was crea tion of an in sti tu tion al -
ized pro cess link ing plan ning func tions to
budget- ary de ci sions. At the be gin ning of this
am bi tious en deavor, there were many
naysay ers to con vince and many hur dles to
over come. Threat ened by the thought of los -
ing con trol over the abil ity to make de ci sions, 
many Air Force rep re sen ta tives de bated the
util ity of the nas cent plan ning func tion and
its meth od ol ogy. The con stant ques tion ing,
de bate, in ves ti ga tion and ex ami na tion
helped bring a sta bi liz ing force to the Air For -
ce’s quest for plan ning for the fu ture. But is
this the de sired ef fect the Air Force in tended
to achieve through a ma jor over haul of its
plan ning pro cesses? Was the out come vi sion -
ary and crea tive, pe des trian and sta bi liz ing,
or some thing else? Can the Air Force in sti tu -
tion al ize a more crea tive pro cess? Can the Air
Force es tab lish a pro cess for crea tiv ity and in -
no va tion at every level? What will hap pen
when all the “plans” at all the lev els have
been com pleted? What prod ucts does the Air
Force now ex pect from its re search and de vel -
op ment? Will it still be im por tant for the Air
Force to sup port in no va tive think ing when
the de tails of the plan are com plete? If so,

then maybe by striv ing for sta bil ity in Air
Force plans for the fu ture, the Air Force will
find it self ac tu ally sti fling crea tiv ity and in no -
va tion. If crea tiv ity and in no va tion in de vel -
op ing air pow er’s tools or in the ap pli ca tion of 
air power are im peded, then air pow er’s con tri -
bu tions are lim ited. Can this be so? It can be
so, un less lead ers and plan ners are will ing to
think in the bound ary be tween or der and
chaos.

Long-Range Planning, Strategic 
Thinking, or

Strategic Planning?
As a start ing point, con sider the ap par ent

dif fer ence be tween long- range plan ning for
the fu ture, on the one hand, and lev er ag ing
chaos to help de velop strate gies that al low for
the crea tion of more de sir able fu tures or the
crea tion of fu ture value on the other.

Planning

As we de fine it, long- range plan ning is plan -
ning done with out re gard for risks or other
con straints. Long- range plan ning as serts the
ex is tence of al ter na tive fu tures and what is
im por tant is not plan ning to off set the ef fects
of one fu ture or an other, but the aware ness
that some fu tures would re quire more be hav -
ioral ad just ments than other fu tures. Al ter na -
tively, stra te gic think ing is hav ing in sight
about the pres ent and fore sight about the fu -
ture. The key to both is un der stand ing the dy -
nam ics of the “big pic ture” con text in which
de ci sions are made.4 So, as we de fine it, stra te -
gic plan ning is plan ning that ap pre ci ates un -
cer tainty and risk. It is con strained by this
aware ness.

Stra te gic plan ning also is cold and cal cu lat -
ing, meas ur ing the prob abili ties as so ci ated
with a rather large set of ex oge nous vari ables
in an at tempt to un der stand un cer tain ties, re -
duce risk, and iden tify op por tu ni ties. It as -
serts that, enough things con sid ered, the do -
main of un cer tainty can be un der stood at a
suf fi ciently man age able level. Long- range
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plan ning as serts that “we could do this, or
this, or this and may have to be pre pared to
do that, or that, or that.” Stra te gic plan ning
as serts that “all things con sid ered, we should
do this.” Long- range plan ning, then, is rather
more un con strained than stra te gic plan ning.5

Consequences and the Antiplan

To do ei ther stra te gic plan ning or long- range
plan ning, one must look into the fu ture (or
de fine a vi sion for the fu ture); de ter mine
what is needed, iden tify and test as sump -
tions; then build the broad or de tailed maps,
plans, and vari ants for achiev ing the de sired
end state. But can this be done when the fu -
ture is as un know able as the tech nol ogy de -
vel op ments and the be hav ior of com peti tors
that will help con di tion the fu ture? Of course
not.

In to day’s rap idly chang ing tech nol ogy
en vi ron ment, it is im por tant for any stra te gic
de ci sion to con sider the com peti tors. It is im -
pera tive to de ter mine com peti tors’ abil ity to
achieve the same level of tech ni cal com pe -
tence or to lev er age less tech ni cal com pe tence 
by su pe rior op era tional schemes, and then es -
ti mate how quickly they might be able to de -
liver a “prod uct” to mar ket. Thus, em bed ded
in the no tion of the “plan” is the no tion of the 
“an ti plan.” The an ti plan ac cepts that valu -
able mar kets will be con tested and the “forces 
of good” are not the only ones plan ning or
op er at ing in the dy namic en vi ron ment. The
plan ning pro cess is thus an it era tive pro cess.
The plan is the the sis. Re sponses to the plan
from cus tom ers, sup pli ers, and com peti tors
may con sti tute the an tithe sis. Ac tual per -
form ance, which may be at wide vari ance
with planned per form ance, is the syn the sis.
Said an other way, the plan is a dec la ra tion of
stra te gic in tent. What ac tu ally re sults from
the plan is more rather than less in de pend ent
from the plan.

Hel muth von Moltke de scribed it this way
in an 1871 es say:

Certainly the commander in chief (Feldherr)
will keep his great objective (Zweck) contin-
uously in mind, undisturbed by the vicissitudes 
of events. But the path on which he hopes to

reach it can never be firmly established in
advance. Throughout the campaign he must
make a series of decisions on the basis of
situations that cannot be foreseen. The
successive acts of war are thus not premeditated

designs, but on the contrary are spontaneous
acts guided by military measures. . . .

Strategy affords tactics the means for fighting
and the probability of winning by the direction
of armies and their meeting at the place of
combat. On the other hand, strategy appro-
priates the success of every engagement and
builds upon it. The demands of strategy grow
silent in the face of a tactical victory and adapt
themselves to the newly created situation.

Strategy is a system of expedients. It is more
than a discipline; it is the transfer of knowledge
to practical life, the continued development of
the original leading thought in accordance with 
the constantly changing circumstances. It is the
art of acting under the pressure of the most
difficult circumstances.6

Thus, and with von Molt ke’s ad vice firmly
in mind, there also is a third ap proach: stra te -
gic de vel op ment. Stra te gic de vel op ment as -
serts that the Ar is to te lian en telechy, that
which de ter mines what a thing be comes, is
not at tain able by ei ther long- range plan ning
or stra te gic plan ning. Rather, the end state is
not so much planned as it is ne go ti ated with
the de vel op ing fu ture en vi ron ment. Ne go tia -
tions are ac tive and in ter ac tive pro cesses that
re flect com pro mises with both in ter nal forces 
and ex ter nal en vi ron ments. Ne go tia tions
keep von Molt ke’s “origi nal lead ing thought” 
in mind but ac cept that it must sub mit to
“con tin ued de vel op ment” in the face of “con -
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stantly chang ing cir cum stances.” The ne go ti -
ated end, be cause of these dy nam ics, is un -
know able. Ne go tia tors may have a sense of
best- case, worst- case, and ini tial po si tions;
but in a true ne go tia tion, the ac tual end state
is un pre dict able. The pro cess of rais ing a
child to be come a self- sufficient adult is am -
ple evi dence. Par ents may pro vide all the nec -
es sary guid ance and train ing they deem ap -
pro pri ate to pro duce the adult that they
en vi sion their child be com ing. They use ex -
ist ing for mu las pro fess ing to have the “ac tion 
plan” to suc cess. They may feel they are work -
ing to wards one “fu ture” for their child, yet
en vi ron mental in flu ences, in di vid ual de -
sires, and sec on dary in ter ac tions that are ne -
go ti ated, in ter ac tive event by in ter ac tive
event, re sult in a truly unique in di vid ual that
may or may not re sem ble the hopes of their
par ents.

Stra te gic de vel op ment is the pro cess of
pre par ed ness for suc cess in single- mindedly
ne go ti at ing the flux of re al ity, what ever that
re al ity is at any given mo ment. A key ap pears
to be that ad ap ta tion and readi ness for in no -
va tion may be the most im por tant com po -
nents of stra te gic de vel op ment.

The Paradox: Planning Can Summon Failure

For com pa nies with a prod uct to sell, the
speed at which in no va tive think ing pro duces
new prod ucts to sell on the mar ket is criti cal.
It is not as im por tant that some other com -
pany might pro duce a simi lar prod uct. What
is im por tant is who got to the mar ket first and 
most ef fec tively, al low ing for har vest ing the
greater per cent age of the con sumer mar ket.
The im por tance of “time to mar ket”—the
speed at which a prod uct is brought to cus -
tom ers and be gins gen er at ing reve nue or add -
ing some other value for the firm—also holds
true for the mili tary ac qui si tion of new
weapon sys tems. How ever, there is at least
one added di men sion to the mili tary ac qui si -
tion pro cess. Not only is it im por tant to be the 
first to de velop the lat est lev er age tech nol -
ogy, but it is equally as im por tant to look at
the con se quences of de vel op ing that tech nol -

ogy and un der stand ing how it may al ter an
ene my’s de vel op ment strat egy.

In demo cratic so cie ties, open ness may give 
an en emy suf fi cient stra te gic warn ing to com -
mence build ing a coun ter mea sure—es pe cially 
in an era of out sourcing and pri va ti za tion,
aero space con trac tor press re leases, con gres -
sional tes ti mony, well- publicized “vi sion”
docu ments, and so forth. Thus, just ad ver tis -
ing a par ticu lar course may ren der a cho sen
path in ef fec tive. It is clas si cal meas ure, coun -
ter mea sure, coun ter coun ter mea sure be hav -
ior. With the world ex pe ri enc ing the same
tech nol ogy and in for ma tion ex plo sion, one
must ask, Is the cur rent long- range plan ning
pro cess the most ef fi cient method for meet -
ing the fu ture? Asked an other way, Can we be
as sured the cur rent long- range plan ning pro-
 cess will re sult in the out comes (stra te gic po -
si tion, mar ket share, and so forth) that we de -
sire and in deed must have?

Other Planning Models?
In or der to an swer those ques tions, it is

use ful to set aside, at least tem po rar ily, ex tant
De part ment of De fense (DOD) or Air Force
plan ning mod els and ex am ine other mod els.
These mod els sug gest that per haps a bet ter
way to move into the fu ture is to de velop
strate gies based on the knowl edge of to day
that prom ise to have im por tant and en dur ing
im pacts on the fu ture. If this is so, then de vel -
op ing a good strat egy is not de vel op ing a new
plan ning pro cess or better- designed plans. It
is un der stand ing at least two fun da men tal
points: the bene fit of hav ing a well-
 articulated, sta ble pur pose, and the im por -
tance of dis cov er ing, un der stand ing, docu -
ment ing, and ex ploit ing in sights about how
to cre ate more value than oth ers.7 Said an -
other way, the pro cess of plan ning and the plan
it self from this per spec tive are less im por tant
to the or gani za tion than the organi za tion’s
fo cus—its well- articulated, sta ble pur pose, its
“origi nal lead ing thought,” how ever this
“thought” is modi fied over time—and its be -
hav ioral trans for ma tion pro cesses. An organi -
za tion’s be hav ioral pro cesses are not con -
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fined to how it thinks about and pre pares for
the fu ture. Rather, its key be hav ioral pro -
cesses from day to day and every day also in -
clude how it goes about cre at ing more value
than other or gani za tions cre ate.

In this fo cus on day- to- day and eve ry day
in no va tion and suc cess, or gani za tions can
dif fer en ti ate them selves no mat ter how the
fu ture de vel ops. In no va tion is a key for stay -
ing ahead of com pe ti tion, whether com pe ti -
tion is an other com pany in the same or ad ja -
cent mar ket or a mili tary com peti tor who
may have to be over come some day. How or -
gani za tions move into the fu ture, by long-
 range plan ning or by de vel op ing strate gies,
will help de fine how in no va tive that or gani -
za tion can be. Or gani za tions that make plan -
ning the me thodi cal os si fi ca tion of think ing
are less likely to pro mote in no va tion than
those mak ing plan ning a crea tive pro cess for
in no va tion. These ap proaches dif fer en ti ate
evo lu tion ary change and revo lu tion ary
change.

Evolutionary and Revolutionary Change

Evo lu tion ary change ac cepts and en dorses
lin ear im prove ment in prod uct and pro cess.
A com mit ment to evo lu tion ary change is a
com mit ment to mod est in no va tion through
line ex ten sion, “block up grades,” pro cess im -
prove ment, and prod uct im prove ment. Revo -
lu tion ary change ac cepts all the ad van tages
evo lu tion ary change has to of fer but ap pre ci -
ates the value of us ing dis con ti nui ties, non -
line ar ity, and the emer gent char ac ter is tics
and con se quences of com pounded change.
Revo lu tion ary change ac cepts that the whole
need not be lim ited to be ing greater than the
sum of its parts but also that it can be, in Rob -
ert Jer vis’s words, dif fer ent than the sum of its 
parts.8 How an or gani za tion is struc tured,
how it is man aged, and what the stakes are
con cern ing risks all af fect whether or not
long- range plan ning or stra te gic de vel op -
ment should be pur sued. What may work for
one type of or gani za tion may not work for
an other. The key is in the crea tive ac tiv ity of
mak ing new maps or plans, not in the imi ta -
tive fol low ing and re fin ing of ex ist ing ones.9

Re cently, the Air Force re viewed its core val -
ues and core pur pose in or der to pro duce a
guid ing vi sion to help fo cus on pri ori ties for
the fu ture. The goal of Global En gage ment is
to pro vide a vi sion for the fu ture—to en sure
the Air Force pos sesses the air and space
power nec es sary for Ameri ca’s de fense in an
un cer tain fu ture. Us ing the vi sion, the Air
Force exe cutes a sys tem atic, in sti tu tion al ized
long- range plan ning pro cess to both iden tify
the ca pa bili ties nec es sary for fu ture war fight -
ing and to al lo cate the re sources re quired to
en able the vi sion. A closer ex ami na tion of the
meth od ol ogy used in this plan ning pro cess is
war ranted. Is it too re stric tive to al low for
flexi bil ity, in sti tu tional agil ity, and the rapid
re spon sive ness re quired to meet the of ten un -
pre dict able de mands of an un cer tain fu ture?
Will it sup port a revo lu tion in mili tary af -
fairs? Does it al low for the dis con tinu ous
tech nol ogy ex plo sions that can rap idly and
radi cally al ter the stra te gic land scape and can
nei ther be pre dicted nor fore cast? Does it con -
sider that the an ti plan may be gen er ated by
the en emy based on his knowl edge of the Air
For ce’s de sired end states?

Air Force Planning in Context

In the busi ness world, com pa nies that en joy
en dur ing suc cess have core val ues and a core
pur pose that re main fixed while their busi -
ness strate gies and prac tices re peat edly adapt
to chang ing en vi ron ments. The met rics for
con tinu ously in creas ing share holder value
are as quan ti fi able as they ap pear to be in vio -
la ble. Mar ket share, profit, and pro duc tiv ity
all can be meas ured. The best busi nesses es -
chew a sin gle “core com pe tence” in fa vor of
pur su ing a fam ily of con stantly chang ing and
evolv ing com pe ten cies.10 The abil ity to dif fer -
en ti ate be tween the prom ise of prof it abil ity
and the prom ise of loss, and the con tinu ous
re vi tali za tion around new prod ucts and pro-
 cesses dif fer en ti ate the best busi nesses from
other en ter prises. Thus, the plan ning pro-
 cesses that busi nesses use may have much to
of fer to not- for- profit gov ern ment en ter -
prises. Af ter ex am in ing the Air Force plan ning 
pro cess, we can ask, What are the dif fer ent

STRATEGIC PLANNING FOR THE AIR FORCE  33



meth od olo gies used in the busi ness world for 
de vel op ing busi ness strate gies un der con di -
tions of un cer tainty and rapid change that
may ap ply to the Air Force?

Since early 1992, the Air Force has de vel -
oped a long- range plan ning pro cess to aid in
the pri ori ti za tion of new weapon sys tem ac -
qui si tions and tech nol ogy in vest ments for
the fu ture. There have been many ad di tions
and modi fi ca tions to the ini tial plan ning pro -
cess, yet the pri mary goal has re mained the
same. The goal is pri ori ti za tion of the most
im por tant op era tional needs for the fu ture
Air Force and the in vest ment of de clin ing de -
fense funds to wards meet ing those needs.
This pro cess aims to en sure that the Air Force
has the re quired weapon sys tems and tech -
nol ogy ad vance ments to meet op era tional re -
quire ments in the fu ture. There has been a
con stant strug gle be tween ad vo cates of revo -
lu tion ary mod erni za tion path ways and ad vo -
cates of more evo lu tion ary ones in try ing to
achieve this goal. The de sire for in no va tive
tech nol ogy to al low for a revo lu tion in mili -
tary af fairs also has be gun to clash with the
ne ces sity for criti cal up grades to weapon sys -
tems al ready in the cur rent in ven tory.

The Genesis

The im por tance and dif fi culty of de ter min ing 
op era tional re quire ments for the fu ture and
the most use ful or ap pro pri ate sys tems to ac -
quire, sub jects the Air Force to much scru tiny. 
One of the big gest per ceived prob lems in the
area of de fense plan ning has been the in ade -
quate link age be tween na tional se cu rity ob -
jec tives and DOD budget re quests for sys tem
de vel op ment and pro cure ment.11 Most crit ics 

com plain about the al leged lack of ra tion al ity
in past de fense plan ning pro- cesses. Their
criti cism has been cen tered on the ob ser va -
tion that the United States lacks an ex plicit
strat egy at both the na tional se cu rity and na -
tional mili tary plan ning lev els. So, part of the
de fense plan ning prob lems rests on the per -
cep tion that pub lic budget state ments did not 
or do not re flect an un der ly ing ra tion ale for
the al lo ca tion of re sources re flected in the
docu mented plans. But is this per cep tion
driv ing the Air Force down a path to wards
stag nant think ing and plan ning for pres ent
threats?

Some ex cul pa tory thoughts un der score
the ef fect of the leg acy of the cold war on mili -
tary plan ning be cause it is im por tant to have a 
ba sic un der stand ing of why and how the Air
Force de vel oped its cur rent meth od ol ogy for
long- range plan ning. Through out the cold
war, the “So viet threat” drove long- range
plan ning. In fact, it drove all plan ning in the
de fense com mu nity. In es sence, the mili tary
pro jected the So viet threat and matched it or
de vel oped com peti tive strate gies to coun ter
it. It is hardly an over state ment to claim that
the mili tary did not plan for, but rather pro -
grammed against, a pro jected threat. Plan -
ning and pro gram ming are not the same.
Plan ning builds men tal mod els for the fu ture; 
pro gram ming funds one model at the ex -
pense of another. Since the So viet Un ion in -
vested stead ily in its mili tary ma chine, the
pace of US mili tary in no va tion was fu eled by
threat- based ob so les cence. New weap ons
were in tro duced into the force be cause the
old ones were deemed in ca pa ble of cop ing
with new So viet weap onry.12

Defense “Reform” or Reformatting?

Since 1985, there have been five ma jor works
that have di rectly in flu enced op era tional re -
quire ments and sys tems con cepts gen era tion
pro cesses and hence Air Force stra te gic plan -
ning for the fu ture. Re spec tively, these were
the Packard Com mis sion re ports is sued from
Feb ru ary to June 1986; the Goldwater-
 Nichols De part ment of De fense Re or gani za -
tion Act of 1986, en acted Oc to ber 1986; the
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De fense Man age ment Re port (DMR) is sued
by the sec re tary of de fense to the presi dent in
July 1989; and RAND’s A Frame work for De -
fense Plan ning and A Frame work for En hanc ing
Op era tional Ca pa bili ties, re leased August 1989 
and No vem ber 1991.13

The Packard Commission reported to the
president . . . “a need for more and better
long-range planning to bring together the
nation’s security objectives, the forces needed
to achieve them, and the resources available to
support those forces.” The commission also
stipulated that long-range planning should be
fiscally constrained, based on sound military
advice, and, of course, [be] forward looking.
The Packard Commission’s recommendations
for improving long-range planning encompassed
several recommendations to improve other
areas. As a vehicle for tying together the
national security objectives, forces, and
resources, the commission recommended a
top-down planning process  with the
president’s National Security Strategy Report
followed by the secretary’s defense guidance
based on the president’s choice from national
military strategy options formulated by the
secretary and the CJCS. Each of these options
would be fiscally constrained by provisional
five-year budget levels also formulated by the
secretary and the CJCS. Integral to the military
strategy options would be future projections of
threats to US interests and corresponding US
military capabilities to counter those threats.14

Al though the Packard Com mis sion and
other ear lier works were very in flu en tial for
set ting the stage, the RAND stud ies—A Frame-
work for De fense Plan ning and A Frame work for
En hanc ing Op era tional Ca pa bili ties—ap pear to
have launched the de vel op ment of the cur -
rent Air Force long- range plan ning pro cess.
Both stud ies pro vided “rec om men da tions for 
im prov ing the en tire de fense plan ning and
sys tems ac qui si tion pro cesses from the top-
 down di rec tion and guid ance at the na tional
level down to the se lec tion and ac qui si tion of
sys tems for de vel op ment and pro cure -
ment.”15 The pro posed frame work fo cused
on the build ing blocks of op era tional ca pa bil -
ity rather than on build ing blocks of hard -
ware. It pro moted the idea that long- term
con ti nu ity of pro grams re sulted by clearly

link ing na tional se cu rity ob jec tives to the
timely pro cure ment of hard ware.16 It also ad -
vo cated trans lat ing dem on strated tech nol ogy 
into in creased op era tional ca pa bili ties by
avoid ing a cum ber some and time- consuming 
pro cess of tech nol ogy in ser tion.

From these rec om men da tions and the ac -
tivi ties im ple ment ing the plan, the Air Force
pro duced a vi sion, de fined core com pe ten -
cies, and em barked upon build ing a long-
 range plan for meet ing the vi sion. The
thought was that a long- range plan would be
an in valu able tool for bet ter un der stand ing
the sys temic and long- term ef fects that de ci -
sions would have on re sources and ca pa bili -
ties. The Air Force adopted a “strategies- to-
 tasks” meth od ol ogy for link ing na tional ob -
jec tives to the Air Force budget. This pro- cess
al lowed for a struc ture de pict ing the in ter re -
la tion ships among mis sion area ob jec tives,
weap ons sys tem mod erni za tion and ac qui si -
tion, tech nol ogy in vest ment rec om men da -
tions, and the Air Force budget. The goal was
to build a com mon, long- range plan ning
frame work and a pro jected 25- year mas ter
“road map” for all Air Force sub or gani za tions. 
The Air Force has trav eled a long way in the
long- range plan ning pro cess. A vi sion for the
fu ture was de vel oped and in sti tu tion al ized.
Core com pe ten cies were iden ti fied for all to
un der stand and, theo reti cally at least, sup -
port. A long- range plan was de vel oped and
docu mented. The plan was used as guid ance
for budget al lo ca tions.

Yet, there is still some con cern that the Air
Force is on an evo lu tion ary path to wards the
fu ture, with its sights still on the past. Con -
cern about whether or not the Air Force is tak -
ing ad van tage of the cur rent tech nol ogy ex -
plo sion to lev er age its war- f ighting
ca pa bili ties still ex ists. There is a con tin ual
de bate over the vi sion and how the 25- year
plan should be de tailed in or der to get to the
plan. There is also skep ti cism as to the va lid ity 
of the plan—that is, whether or not the plan is
too rigid to ac com mo date change. The strug -
gle con tin ues be tween pur su ing revo lu tion -
ary trans for ma tions (but is also higher risk)
and the evo lu tion ary path set into mo tion
sev eral years ago that just keeps up with tech -
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nol ogy. How an or gani za tion di rects its re -
search and de vel op ment ac tivi ties will de ter -
mine whether or not it  fol lows an
evo lu tion ary path or pur sues a revo lu tion ary
trans for ma tion.

Next Steps

What ought to be the next steps? We pro pose
some hy brid that com bines the best or derly
fea tures of me chani cal plan ning and the in -
clu sion of rather more un tidy emer gent fea -
tures. Plans ex ist to cope with the im me di ate
needs of the or gani za tion. They op er ate un -
der a pre set time ta ble and de mand struc tured
docu men ta tion. Plan ning is a valu able ac tiv -
ity and is un fairly de rided, but it is a dif fer ent
pro cess from form ing strat egy. Plan ning pro-
 cesses are not de signed to ac com mo date the
messy pro cess of gen er at ing in sights and
mold ing them into a win ning strat egy. A
well- structured plan ning pro cess is there fore
ill suited to strat egy for mu la tion.17

Mi chael E. Por ter de scribes strat egy as the
crea tion of unique and valu able po si tion, in -
volv ing a dif fer ent set of ac tivi ties.18 If there
were only one ideal po si tion, there would be
no need for strat egy. The es sence of stra te gic
po si tion ing is to choose ac tivi ties dif fer ent
than the ri val’s ac tivi ties. Stra te gic po si tion -
ing is not sus tain able un less there are trade-
 offs with other po si tions. Trade- offs oc cur
when ac tivi ties are in com pati ble. Sim ply put, 
a trade- off means that more of one thing ne -
ces si tates less of an other.19 Ralph Sta cey
states that new stra te gic di rec tions emerge
spon ta ne ously from the chaos of chal lenge
and con tra dic tion through a pro cess of real-

 time learn ing and po liti cal in ter ac tion.20

While this sounds ex cit ing, is such a pro cess
pos si ble to im ple ment in a large, com plex or -
gani za tion like the Air Force?

If this emer gent pro cess can be im ple -
mented by pri vate com pa nies, ele ments of it
can be im ple mented by or gani za tions like the 
Air Force. There are sev eral chal lenges com -
mon to both the Air Force and pri vate com pa -
nies. Both must iden tify where they are to day, 
what their core com pe ten cies are, and where
they want to be, and how they are go ing to get 
there. Mar ket as sess ment, prod uct lines, tech -
nol ogy in ser tion, fund ing con straints, and
rate of re turn are all com mon is sues and con -
cerns.

With these com mon chal lenges come sev -
eral things that dif fer en ti ate the Air Force
from a pri vate com pany. The first dif fer ence
be tween the Air Force and pri vate com pa nies
is the na tional and in ter na tional con se -
quences of mak ing bad stra te gic plan ning de -
ci sions. If the Air Force de cides not to build a
ca pa bil ity in a par ticu lar area, such as thea ter
mis sile de fense, the com pe ti tion or threat
builds long- range mis siles in or der to take ad -
van tage of the weak ness. The po ten tial risk is
loss of lives of serv ice per son nel and citi zens
(na tional and in ter na tional). If a pri vate com -
pany de cides not to in vest in a par ticu lar tech -
nol ogy or mar ket, the risk is a missed op por -
tu nity or at the very worst, bank ruptcy. The
loss of na tional sov er eignty is not an is sue
with even the large cor po ra tions mak ing a
bad de ci sion. If the United States or its Air
Force fails to con sider the an ti plan as a part of
their stra te gic plan ning de lib era tions, an en -
emy can lev er age the United States Air For ce’s
course of de vel op ment and tar get it with an
op po site re sponse. These re sponses can have
na tional and in ter na tional con se quences.

The sec ond dif fer ence is the budget pro -
cess sup port ing new ac qui si tions or prod uct
lines. The Air Force is given a budget af ter a
po liti cal pro cess in volv ing tax pay ers and con -
gres sional rep re sen ta tives work ing for the
tax pay ers. Within the Air Force it is a zero sum 
pro cess, un less more money is al lo cated to
the De fense De part ment. While it cer tainly is
pos si ble to take time, work, and costs out of
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ex ist ing gov ern ment pro cesses and pro -
grams,21 there really isn’t an easy way to
“make profit” off ex ist ing prod uct lines in or -
der to re in vest in in no va tive tech nol ogy ex -
plo ra tion or new mar kets. The only way to
pur sue new prod uct lines ap pears to be in di -
vest ment of cur rent prod uct lines. This di ves -
ti ture is very dif fi cult be cause of the in sti tu -
tional in er tia and re sis tance from sup port ers
of cur rent prod uct lines. Al though this is
some what true con cern ing com pa nies, a
com pany mak ing a profit can in crease al lo ca -
tions to wards higher risk ex plo ra tions. This
in turn could build more reve nue, which
could be fed into cur rent and po ten tial mar -
kets con tinu ously. The busi ness mo ti va tion
is be ing able to make more money, whereas
the Air For ce’s mo ti va tion is to re tain a ca pa -
bil ity edge against po ten tial mili tary threats.

The fi nal dif fer ence is in how rap idly new
prod ucts are in tro duced. The Air Force has a
very long product- development cy cle to
bring new prod ucts to mar ket, that is, to op -
era tional status. Be cause of the sig nifi cant re -
sources in volved and the ad verse po liti cal im -
pact of a re search and de vel op ment fail ure,
the ac qui si tion de vel op ment time line is long, 
overly cau tious, and full of re views and over -
sight. Com pa nies, on the other hand, have
the lux ury of rap idly mak ing a de ci sion about 
a new prod uct line and ini ti at ing its pro duc -
tion soon af ter the de ci sion is made. Some
com pa nies even en joy the abil ity to by pass
mar ket sur veys, em ploy ing the tac tics of ex -
pe di tion ary mar ket ing, mak ing a number of
dif fer ent ver sions of a prod uct, put ting them
on the mar ket, and let ting the con sum ers de -
ter mine the pri mary prod uct line.22 The Air
Force has re cently or gan ized bat tle labs to
has ten the pro cess of im ple ment ing war-
 fighting in no va tions. How ever, the bat tle labs 
are still bur dened with re source al lo ca tion re -
ali ties and po liti cal over sight. Over sight and
the need for con sen sus will con tinu ally slow
prog ress to wards rapid changes.

Even so, the stated dif fer ences in the Air
Force organi za tion’s plan ning and de -
velopment for “prod ucts” ac tu ally help to
pro mote a cha otic en vi ron ment. As the en -
vi ron ment changes, as tech no logi cal

break- throughs oc cur, the Air Force must de -
vi ate from its plan in the mid range and long
range, re sult ing in cha otic be hav ior. But this
is not nec es sar ily an un sat is fac tory situa tion.
Cha otic be hav ior has two im por tant char ac -
ter is tics, noted by Sta cey. At one level, it is in -
her ently un pre dict able, while at an other level 
it dis plays a “hid den” pat tern. Chaos in its sci -
en tific sense is not ut ter con fu sion. It is con -
strained, rather than ex plo sive, in sta bil ity. It
is a com bi na tion of or der and dis or der in
which pat terns of behav ior con tinu ally un -
fold in ir regu lar but simi lar forms. In
chaos, crea tiv ity is a poten tially on go ing
pro cess in ter nally gen er ated in a spon ta ne -
ous man ner. It is nei ther pro ac tive ac cord -
ing to some prior de sign nor re ac tive to en -
vi ron mental change, but rather it is
con tinu ing in ter ac tion with other sys tems
in the en vi ron ment. A sys tem in this state
can cre ate its own en vi ron ment and its own
fu ture.23

So, is the Air Force cre at ing this cha otic
state, stra te gic po si tion ing, just by how the
Air Force is or gan ized and man aged and how
it exe cutes its long- range plan ning pro cess? Is
this what the Air Force is do ing by al low ing its 
many sub or gani za tions to con duct their own
long- range plan ning pro cess? Is the an ti plan
be ing con sid ered suf fi ciently in these cha otic
de lib era tions? What is the role of re search
and de vel op ment in cre at ing fu ture value in
this cha otic en vi ron ment?

Creating Future Value?

The heart of crea tive stra te gic man age -
ment lies in the abil ity of man ag ers within an
or gani za tion to de velop live, ac tive stra te gic
is sue agen das con tinu ally. Stra te gic is sues are
per ceived only when in di vidu als no tice some
in con gru ity in what is cur rently go ing
on—when they ques tion the es tab lished reci -
pes, cul ture, or busi ness phi loso phy. Main -
tain ing a live stra te gic is sue agenda de pends
upon peo ple hav ing dif fer ent per cep tions
and then am pli fy ing those per cep tions
through out the or gani za tion by means of po -
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liti cal ac tiv ity. Mul ti ple per cep tions thrive
when cul tures are not strongly shared.24

So, as the Air Force strug gles over cre at ing
fu ture value and its 25- year plan, it should
cre ate chaos by in ves ti gat ing and un der -
stand ing the an ti plan. There should be con -
tinu ous ques tion ing and in ves ti ga tion con -
ducted by highly quali fied in di vidu als who
are suited for lead ing this task. These in di -
vidu als should be skilled in in dus try busi ness
prac tices and un der stand driv ers for fu ture
value crea tion. As ex perts in the po ten tial us -
age of tech nol ogy for mili tary pur poses, they
need to have the unique abil ity to un der stand 
and ex plore tech nol ogy fore casts and com bi -
na tions of dif fer ent ca pa bili ties that could be

brought to gether to coun ter the Air For ce’s
long- range plan. Their role is two fold. One
role is to rec om mend and de velop the
uniquely mili tary tech nol ogy needed to as sist 
war fight ing in the fu ture. The sec ond role is
to in ves ti gate com mer cial tech nol ogy ex -
plosion and to de ter mine its im pli ca tions
for war fight ing. This is ex tremely im por tant
es pe cially in ar eas such as in for ma tion tech -
nolo gies and com mer cial space (par ticu larly
im ag ing and other forms of re mote sens ing)
ca pa bili ties.

The Air Force must take ad van tage of the
op por tu nity to in flu ence its stra te gic po si -
tion ing by adopt ing the most ap pro pri ate
tech nolo gies and by lev er ag ing com mer cial
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prac tices for new ac qui si tions. It must de ter -
mine what the vul ner able and the ro bust
nodes of the plan are. De bate should not end
with the de sired ca pa bil ity achieved or the fu -
ture con cept of op era tions iden ti fied. The Air
Force must un der stand the tech nol ogy ex plo -
sion for its own pur poses as well as for the
ene my’s. Air Force re search and de vel op ment
must pos sess a bal anced port fo lio, with tech -
nol ogy en hance ments as di rected by the plan
and with tech nolo gies to coun ter an ene my’s
an ti plan. It must sup port line ex ten sions,
“block up grades,” pro cess and prod uct im -
prove ment, and thus evo lu tion ary change.
How ever, the port fo lio must be al lowed to
lev er age the dis con ti nui ties, non line ar ity,
and the emer gent char ac ter is tics of the tech -
nol ogy ex plo sion in or der to ren der the ene -
my’s an ti plan in ef fec tive.

Conclusion
It is in ter est ing to ob serve that as the Air

Force strives for sta bil ity, it cre ates a state of
chaos un in ten tion ally. Per haps the worst
thing that could hap pen to the Air Force is to
fi nally pro duce a 25- year, long- range plan for
all to agree upon. If this oc curs and the de -
bates cease, crea tive think ing would stop. So

it is the chal lenge of the Air Force to man age
the bound ary con di tions that push it into the
area far from equi lib rium in which spon ta ne -
ous crea tiv ity may oc cur and new stra te gic di -
rec tions may emerge. It is only through these
ac tions that the Air Force will be able to man -
age its un know able fu ture.

The fu ture of the Air Force and our na tion
is too im por tant to be left to long- range plans
try ing to re act within those fu ture en vi ron -
ments. To cre ate fu ture value for the na tion
by con tinu ally pro vid ing domi nant air and
space power, the Air Force must have a con sis -
tent stra te gic pur pose and a dy namic, crea tive 
strategic- planning pro cess. The pro cess
should con tinu ally seek to un der stand fu ture
risks and op por tu ni ties. Stra te gic plan ning
should be viewed as a means for crea tive strat -
egy and prod uct de vel op ment and not the
end prod uct. The strategic- planning pro- cess
should con sider plans and an ti plans. Mili tary
op era tors should help iden tify de fi cien cies
and op por tu ni ties to cre ate value. The re -
search and de vel op ment labo ra to ries should
scan the tech no logi cal ho ri zon to help iden -
tify new tech nolo gies to ful fill these value op -
por tu ni ties. A dy namic, crea tive strategic-
 planning pro cess can pro vide the Air Force its
best chance to shape the fu ture and achieve
its stra te gic pur pose.
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